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Abstract
This paper brings together two sets of writing under development, but with common themes of
rejection of concepts of unity, coherence and singularity that characterize modernity.  However, they
also reject the notions of fragmented individualism and nihilism that are seen in much postmodern
thinking.  In our search for ways of facilitating generation of meaning within and for those
thinking/acting within organizations, we explore the concept of a positive postmodernity (popomo), and
metaphors by which it might contribute to this meaning generation.
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Intro
This paper is offered as a ‘working paper’ in the true sense that it presents the first (semi-)structured
thoughts on consideration of unity and diversity, and pluralism and nihilism in organization studies
from two sets of writing that we have previously developed in isolation and ignorance of each other.  It
is based upon initial discussion – late into the night, and fuelled by much red wine - following a chance
introduction by a mutual acquaintance (Doris, you must be proud…or filled with regret) in a hotel bar in
Toronto, and followed up by a series of impromptu transatlantic e-mail exchanges and a brief meeting
at a gig in a railway arch in North London.  We bring together our different, yet related philosophical
and epistemological grounds in order to propose the search for a ‘positive postmodernity’ that
transcends both modernist rational unity and postmodern fragmented nihilism, yet is not based upon
notions of convergence and mutual agreement.  It is currently rough and ready, and awaits you the
audience’s improvised creative and critical input.
A Point in Time
We recount our journey(s) to date in search of alternatives to the reductionism and exclusion that
characterize modernist approaches to management in search of “’truth’, ‘reason’, ‘objectivity’, even of
‘liberty’” (Feyerabend, 1987, p.56) and the causa finalis (Nietzsche, 1968) - the final cause or purpose
- of human endeavor in managerial thinking/acting.  In rejecting modernist unity, we also seek
alternatives to the ‘dehumanizing nihilism’ (Nietzsche, 1968) inherent in much postmodern thought.
Finally, but not conclusively, in rejecting both singularity and nihilistic fragmentation, our search does
not lead us to seek consolation and deliverance in ‘social hope’ (Rorty, 1999) and viewing consensus
seeking and freedom from domination as inherent forces in society (Habermas, 1987).
We currently find ourselves on an Odyssey that takes us in search of a positive postmodernity.  We
seek grounds for a postmodern organization ‘science’ that recognizes ambiguity, complexity and
difference, not within a polarized opposition to rationalist unity (Anderson, 1990), and not within a
fragmented ‘cultural and psychological smorgasbord’ (Montuori, 2000b) that lacks any shared-ness for
actors within organizations.  Rather, we seek to engage with the separate but related postdichotomous
realities (Beech and Cairns, 2001) of actors within their own context of thinking/acting.  In this, we
refer to Lyotard’s thinking (Letiche, 1992: 60), where “he tries to let the investigation of things which
matter, and the recognition of his inability to know, co-inhabit”.
The Primacy of Unity – and the New Pluralist Tradition
Within much of the managerial literature that informs the fields of practice and research, there is a
(perhaps implicit) focus on reduction and unity, with a drive for agreed meaning and interpretation
(Hedberg, 1981; Weick, 1991; Kim, 1993) across all organizational actors, and with associated
rejection of the logically inconsistent.  In the extreme, there is explicit rejection of the concept of
uncertainty, as in fundamentalist Keynesian economics, according to which to state that we live in
conditions of uncertainty is like stating that we have no knowledge of the world in which we live
(Coddington, 1982: 484).
At a less extreme level, the implication of unitariness can be read into managerial concepts such as
seeking cohesion (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991), shared vision (Collins and Porras, 1996; Cohen, 1997;
Wack 1985), setting clear goals and objectives (Rumelt, 1987), drawing a team together so that it is
more than a mere group (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993), and exercising leadership so as to transform
followers into a more unified and motivated body (Bass, 1985).  The shared-ness that underpins these
approaches and their application in the practice arena is grounded to a large extent in the primacy of
knowledge of the ‘already known’ (Tulka, 1987).  That is to say that they are concerned with
‘technological knowledge’, are based upon objective engagement with the familiar, apply
categorization for manipulation of concepts, and commodify knowledge for human consumption.
Here, we argue for the value of non-commodified knowledge – knowledge of the unfamiliar that cannot
be objectified and knowledge of the unknowable, such as that of the roofers who know how to ‘lean
against the air’ (Strati, 1999).
In the last decades of the 20th century, there was a move in some literature away from the excessively
rational and structural view of organizations prevalent up to the 1970’s (Zey-Ferrel, 1981).  This
change was manifest in the development of theoretical approaches to organizational study that
emphasized postmodern concepts of complexity and ambiguity (e.g. Burrell, 1988; Cooper and Burrell,
1988; Cooper, 1989).  Within this emergent ‘new tradition’ of pluralism in organizational literature (e.g.
Salaman, 1979; Fox, 1985) there is recognition of diverse perspectives, however these are commonly
conceived as dichotomous opposites - in terms of thesis and anti-thesis.  As Knights (1997) has
argued, pluralist perspectives are aware of dichotomies such as structure/action, but they often deal
with them in a reductionist mode.  This is done either by adopting a hierarchical arrangement (Chia,
1996) in which one side is privileged over the other - as in structural-functionalism or action theory - or
through seeking reconciliation - as in structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) where structure is both the
medium and the outcome of action.  At the most basic level, in postmodern terms there is a clear
polarization of postmodern pluralism and cultural diversity, set in opposition to unitary modernity
(Anderson, 1990).  Such a dichotomous and exclusive stance precludes consideration of the
possibility that, as in Feyerabend’s (1993: 13) thinking on anarchistic scientific method, “there may, of
course, come a time when it will be necessary to give reason a temporary advantage and when it will
be advantageous to defend its rules to the exclusion of everything else”.  We argue that one of the key
challenges of complexity is not to take sides for order or disorder, not to polarize and dichotomize
(Morin and Kern, 1999)
Beyond Pluralism to Fragmentation and Nihilism
In our search for meaning for and with managers and other organizational actors, we have so far
rejected the views of those that see salvation in unity, and of those who place differing unity sets in
opposition to each other.  However, we reject also the views of those that see only disunity – those of
the nihilist “who judges of the world as it is that it ought not to be, and of the world as it ought to be
that it does not exist” (Nietzsche, 1968: 318).  This approach is illustrated in Letiche’s (1992)
consideration of alternative conceptualizations of ‘society’ – the ‘social community’ (Fowler and
Fowler, 1964) of humanity.  He states that, within the modernist tradition the ‘reality’ of society is
conceptualized on the basis of dichotomous consideration of two basic representational models.  In
the one society is portrayed as forming a functional whole in a ‘unified totality’, whilst in the other
society is divided in two in a state of ‘dynamic struggle’ (Letiche, 1992: 51).  In either case, ‘society’
has meaning based upon recognition of ‘customs and organization’ (Fowler and Fowler, 1964) that
underpin thinking/acting.  However, he further posits that this polarization between order and disorder
that we see in the modernist consideration of society is also evident in postmodern discourse.  When
the nihilist postmodern critique of the grand narratives of society is pushed to its extreme in
challenging modernist concepts of unity, the ‘unified totality’ is seen as a totality that is achieved by
terror, where “there is no space left somewhere outside the consensus” (Letiche, 1992: 51).  In the
‘dynamic struggle’ model, the ultimate unity that is conceived emerges from dialectic struggle leading
to totalitarianism as a result of necessary synthesis of conflicting positions (1992: 51).  In either case,
‘society’ is not a possibility and has no reality, in that “a politics based on the credo, ‘everyone must be
free’, will result in the totalitarianism necessary to control that everyone in fact is free” (Lyotard, 1988).
What, we might ask, is the purpose to individuals within a group situation, such as an organization, of
postmodern nihilist positions that proclaim the arbitrariness of any order.  These only critique, resist
and subvert, but for what reason it is not quite clear.  We might well say that it is all good and well to
deconstruct everything in sight, but the approach does end up with two resounding questions: So
what? and, What is the postmodernist nihilist actually asserting, if anything, after all that palaver?  We
argue that there is a need for non-rational assertion that enables organizational actors to dodge the
trap of nihilism, to engage with their uncertainties - an approach that requires us organizational
researchers to help them “deal with the world in which they actually live” (McKenna and Zannoni,
2000: 331)
So, we argue that neither the modernist, unitary approach, nor the postmodern approaches of
fragmented individualism (Derrida, 1973; Lyotard, 1984) and nihilism (Hassard, 1992) are conducive
to achievement of meaningful action - the causa efficiens (Nietzsche, 1968), the efficient cause - that
is sought by managers in their own context of thinking/acting.  Yet, in rejecting all approaches,
including nihilism, how do we avoid nihilism, or the construction of an alternative ‘unity’?  So now, in
seeking to understand the foundations of meaningful action, we must turn away from all of the
approaches discussed so far, yet we must embrace them – moving between and beyond the
dichotomous oppositions of the (post)modern.
Nihilism
To the Cul-de-Sac of Social Hope
Following our rejections of both the rationalist modernist and fragmented postmodern approaches, we
must now assert that our search for the foundations of a positive postmodernity does not lead us to
seek consolation and deliverance in some form of ‘social hope’ (Rorty, 1999) – seeking a pragmatic
utility that is not represented as rational ‘truth’ and that is not subject to dichotomous consideration
that posits the ‘good X’ against the ‘bad non-X’ (1999), yet does not resort to fragmented nihilism.  In
this search, we do not see a viable option in considering that the drive for consensus and for
establishment of freedom from domination are inherent forces in society (Habermas, 1987).  As
Flyvbjerg (1998) posits, conflict is the exception in human relations, but not in a state of consensus,
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rather in a state of divergent equilibrium.  This state is in contrast to the ‘false unities’ implied in much
of the managerial literature discussed above.  It is also in contrast to the state of conflict that is
represented in some managerial literature, such as where the (post-)modern workplace is seen as
something that “does not seem ‘modern’ at all but almost approximates to a Dickensian sweat shop”
(Baldry et al., 1998: 182).  But, it is not one of goodwill and freedom from the forces of domination –
from the application of ‘will to power’ (Nietzsche, 1968) by those who seek to be both the decision
makers, and also to determine the criteria by which these decisions are judged ‘good’ or ‘bad’.  So, we
continue our Odyssey in search of this dynamic equilibrium of management, steering between conflict
and truth, beyond unity, in ‘search of the other’ within the self.
On Complexity and Ambiguity
Whilst managers seek to justify their thinking/acting on the basis of its rationality, and by reference to
unifying models of managerial practice, we would assert that the rationale of their judgement is
frequently the result of post hoc rationalization (Flyvbjerg, 1998) and justification of this thinking/acting.
Application of the post-Baconian concept leads us to posit that such rationalization may be derived of
managers exercise of their ‘will to power’ (Nietzsche, 1968), in that "power defines (italics in original)
what counts as rationality and knowledge and thereby what counts as reality" (Flyvbjerg, 1998: 227).
In this interpretation, the exercise of the power of managerial thinking determines the knowledge of
management.  Such knowledge then determines the morality of management, in a situation in which
this morality of the good, for managers, will represent the evil (Nietzsche, 1994) of management to
those who are its subjects.  However, such a view of management and response leads us once more
towards the trap of dichotomous opposition, with the responses of managers and managed set in
conflict to each other.
Creativity, Improvisation and Postdichotomous Realities
At last, after many rejections and tendencies towards nihilism on our own part, we now seek a basis
for a postdichotomous and post-(post)modern philosophy of organizational thinking/acting.  Here, we
view the ‘search of the other’ as the search for the self, with the self/other simultaneously differentiated
and undifferentiated.  That is to say, we seek to understand organizations as both fragmented and
unitary, actors within them both as managers and managed, but with these concepts inhabiting each
other without contradiction.  In doing this, we explore the application of the theories of Janusian and
homospatial thinking of Rothenberg (1979) to understanding of organizational thinking/acting.  Here,
we find cognitive understanding of the divergent equilibrium of the creative managerial mind, holding
seemingly contradictory concepts to be valid simultaneously, without assuming the necessity of
conflict, and without resolution through any Hegalian synthesis (Gadamer, 1976).  The ability to
manage effectively is derived from the inherent capability for seeing support and nourishment of
divergence and difference as forces for unity and convergence.  Such an approach requires to be
underpinned by shared frameworks that are not based upon programmed and structured expertise, as
in the computer metaphor of ‘expert systems’ (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986).  Such frameworks are not
ones of unity and shared-ness.  Rather they are frameworks that are underpinned by creative,
spontaneous and intuitive ‘expert’ response (Montuori, 2000a) in a context of ‘difference, complexity,
and ambiguity without reduction and exclusion’ (Beech and Cairns, 2001).  So, what are the
metaphors that we might apply, in order to give such abstract conceptualizations meaning for those in
organizations?
Creativity requires unusual respect for forces and phenomena that appear chaotic, confused and
irrational (Barron, 1958)  According to Barron, creative people abandon ‘old classifications’ in an
ongoing process of creation and re-creation.  (You might ask us: Is not ‘creative’ itself a categorization
of those who believe themselves to be creative?  A postmodernist might argue for a nihilistic denial of
creativity - a denial that it is a meaningful categorization - positing that it is a reductive and exclusive
categorization that excludes the possibility that those who are not creative within this paradigm may be
truly creative in another.)  Let us just say that we consider everyone to have the right to be creative in
their own context of thinking/acting.  However, for the purposes of our argument, a suitable metaphor
for organizational creativity might be found in music - specifically in jazz (Montuori, 2000a).  Here,
improvisation is seen to exist not because those who improvise cannot read the ‘reality’ of the ‘text’ -
the ‘original’ composer’s score - and not because they wish to subvert and reject this text in favor of
anarchy.  Rather, they adopt an anarchistic approach, in which there is diminished concern for the law
and order of the score, but without resort to chaos - to nihilism.
A further metaphor that we consider suitable is that of language (Beech and Cairns, 2001), where the
different ‘realities’ of groups, and the communication between them can be conceived in terms of
single language, dialects, different languages and language games.  In the case of single language
individuals and groups have a totally convergent model of language in terms of vocabulary, syntax and
semantics.  However, we consider this highly unlikely due to differences of professional and social
cultural pre-programming, and to the ‘natural’ variations in meaning that exist within any language,
even in its formal structure and usage (such as in ‘the Queen’s English’).  Groups may also have
different dialects, in that they use the same basic syntactic and semantic models, but with some
variation to content or usage within these.  These variations can, however, cause problems of eliciting
shared meaning.  Beyond this, groups may speak different ‘languages’ with, for example, those who
speak ‘accountancy’ (Belkaoui, 1990) failing to understand those who speak ‘HRM’ (Armstrong, 1989).
Finally, individuals within any language using community may play language games (that could be in
the same, or different, languages) (Wittgenstein, 1958) that are indicative of different ontologies.
Relating the metaphor of language to that of ‘reality’, we devise four models of ‘single reality’, ‘multi-
layered reality’, ‘multiple realities’, or ‘no-such-thing-as-reality’ (Beech and Cairns, 2001).
Strategies for Coping and Creating
Why have we conducted this discussion so far?  Our intent is to seek to facilitate and enable the
strategic conversations of those within organizations - those who require to devise meaning that will
inform thinking/acting.  Morin (Morin and Kern, 1999) differentiates the concepts of strategy - as a
process of interaction and self-generation of context for dealing with the unforeseen - and that of
program - a rigidly defined course of action that imposes order and structure.  We would assert that
rationalism seeks to understand the program of human activity and that postmodernism denies the
existence of such a program.  Also, that much of what contemporary literature posits as knowledge –
that which might inform creative strategy – is mere data – that which contributes only to the functional
program.  However, our concern is for how individuals may construct effective strategies for
organizational action, rather than deal only with rational programs, or with postmodern strategies of
resistance (Montuori, 2000b) to the negative aspects of power.
In order to assist groups and individuals to think, talk and act strategically with meaning, we argue for
a complex and ambiguous understanding of organizational context.  One in which it is accepted that
organizational actors may conceive their own situation relative to others in terms of unity, divergence
or ‘no-such-thing-as-reality’ - at different times or at one and the same time.  We have argued that
attempts to achieve convergence and coherence in organizations are likely to be flawed in application,
where they are based on binary-oppositional and dichotomous thinking.  For example, problems may
be over-simplified to consideration of dichotomies such as 'right or wrong', 'good or bad', etc.
We propose not only that management practice that seeks to unify can, in effect, disunite, but that
coping with disunity is a proper aim of management; moving beyond preferences for singularity or for
simplistic and unhelpful false dichotomies (Feyerabend, 1999) to maintenance of complexity and
ambiguity.  In referring to 'coping' with disunity, we are not using the term as in the pejorative common
usage - that of not coping - or in a negative manner as in the case of coping strategies as employee
defensive response (Hayes and Allinson, 1998; Gabriel, 1999) to organizational controls.  Rather, we
use the word in the sense of 'grappling with success' (Fowler and Fowler, 1964).
As coping is largely conceived in negative terms in the organizational context, so improvisation is
thought of as ‘making the best of things’ (Montuori, 2000a).  Both terms are seen as not finding the
‘real’ solution to the problem and as failure, whilst not believing that there is any real solution to a
problem is seen as destructive.
Interlude
Here, we pause for breath, and for anticipated audience participation and feedback.  But, this is not a
conclusion.
popomo
Whilst the tradition of postmodernity rejects the tradition of the Enlightenment project, we consider that
it might be seen as replicating it through setting it in the very binary opposition that it opposes.  We
would offer the view that a positive postmodern approach is not one of opposition to modernity.
Rather, we see the relationship as one of mere dissonance but, as Schoenberg states (Rothenberg,
1979: 187) “dissonances (are) merely ‘more remote consonances’”.  In line with Feyerabend’s (1993)
scientific philosophy that sees a place for rationalism in anarchism, we do not promote rejection of
modernity as a necessary part of promoting postmodernity.  Neither do we support the oppositional
approach to organizational research that sets qualitative and quantitative method in binary opposition.
At the risk of upsetting both ‘camps’, we would suggest that, to paraphrase Schoenberg, ‘objectivity is
merely more detached subjectivity’.  We would now confirm that we do not promote rejection of any or
all of the approaches that we have rejected above.
This final - but temporary - stance is not based upon anarchy, chaos and nihilism, yet it includes them
as it includes scientific rationalism.  We see that in ‘real’ life, paradoxical and conflicting meanings and
interpretations are commonplace, but are not developed sequentially and exclusively.  Rather, they
are held simultaneously and in paradoxical dissonance - people see other individuals as both good
and bad, right and wrong at the same time, without conflict or need for synthesis.  So, we argue
against the notion of the ‘will to unity’ (Cairns, 2000) and seek to follow the ‘rainbow’ of managerial
thinking/acting – ephemeral and transitional in nature, of many colors, with no fixed location in space
and time, having no end, and certainly with no pot of gold to be seen!  Yet, existing as ‘reality’ that has
some common perceptual basis for those that observe it.
We offer – and seek - a guiding hand as we stumble on the edge of a positive postmodernity.  Our
Odyssey takes us in search of the sources of lasting illumination and guidance for many different
managerial paths, rather than of the one ‘true’ path of modernism, or the flashes of light in the desert
of postmodernity.
“Philosophical writing is in advance of what it is out to become.  Like a child it is premature and
inconsistent”
Lyotard (1988: 152)
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